These are distributed widely over the globe, land and sea. The most venomous are generally denizens of warm climates.
The poison apparatus of a snake consists of a composite racemose gland, situated in the temporal region, which secretes a clear, slightly viscid fluid, that is poured through a duct into a grooved fang situated on a movable maxillary bone, capable of erection and reclination, to a greater extent in viperine than in colubriform snakes, by the action of muscles which push forward the ectopterygoid and maxillary bones, raise the fang, at the same time compress the gland and eject the poison through the duct into the groove in the fang; it is thus hypodermically injected into the bitten part.
The fangs are longer, more curved, more movable, and more formidable in viperine than in colubrine snakes?they are deciduous, and when lost by accident or by the process of shedding, are quickly replaced by reserve fangs that lie loose in a fold of mucous membrane.
On the loss of a fang the most advanced of the reserves quickly takes its place, becoming anchylosed to, and moving with the maxillary bone.
The groove is on the convex aspect of the fang, and opens near the point for emission of the venom. There is an opening at the base of the fang, into which the poison is shed from the papillary orifice of the poison duct. This at the time of emission becomes closed in by a fold of mucous membrane, so that the poison is directed into the groove in the tooth.
Viperine snakes can recline or erect each fang independently of the other. This power is limited in colubrine snakes. The difference may be well seen in Naja tripudians?cobra; and Crotalus-horridus?rattlesnake. The poison is secreted in considerable quantities; half a drachm may be collected from a fresh and vigorous cobra. It is a clear, slightly viscid fluid, and very deadly in its action, probably more active in some snakes, quantity for quantity, than in others, and varying in activity in the same species or individual, according to season, temperature, state of health, etc. It acts most rapidly when injected into the blood; but it can be absorbed through mucous and serous membranes, as seen by its poisonous effects when applied to the conjunctiva, the stomach, the peritoneum. It may neither be applied to the lips nor taken into the stomach with impunity, and sucking a snake bite is by no means free from danger, though if the saliva be quickly ejected and the mouth washed, the danger is probably small. It contains an active principle, which has been described as echidnine, viperine, crotaline. Analysis has shown the poison to be very nearly like albumen in composition. It is most active in its action on warm-blooded creatures, but it takes effect in all. Depression, fainting, nausea, hurried respiration, vomiting, exhaustion, lethargy, loss of co-ordinating power, paralysis, loss of consciousness, haemorrhagic discharges, relaxation of sphincters, coma, convulsions, death. If the quantity of poison injected be small or its nature feeble, the earlier symptoms may give way and recovery take place. Snake poison acts by paralyzing the nerve centres?sometimes the peripheral distribution of the nerves, and by altering the constitution of the blood. It takes effect through the circulation, and if inserted into a large vessel, such as the jugular, humeral, or axillary veins, it will cause almost instant death?the heart's action stopping, systolic spasm.
The respiratory centres, the spinal cord, the peripheral nerve distribution may all be affected; in ordinary cases death seems to take place by arrest of the respiration, the heart's action continuing for some time after apparent death. The convulsion or coma that precedes deathisdue to the circulation of venous blood. The muscular fibre itself would appear in some cases to have its contractility impaired or destroyed. The poison also acts septically, producing at a later period sloughing and haemorrhage. There are certain points of difference in the action of viperine and colubrine venom.
In the former there is greater tendency to haemorrhage than in the latter. Experiments on animals showed, that generally after death from cobra poisoning the blood coagulated firmly, whilst after death from viperine poisoning the blood remained permanently fluid. In most cases of death in man the blood has been found fluid even after cobra poisoning. Snake poison is also to a certain extent a poison to protoplasm, at all events it arrested the action of infusoria, and was not without effect on ciliary action. The results of its influence on amoeboid movements of blood-corpuscles was not definite. Some think that they are the agents by which the poisoning is produced, by penetrating the tissues. The threads being armed with a sharp barbed spine inflict the puncture into which the poisonous secretion is injected. Others reject this explanation. Allman thinks that there is penetration; the sudden ejection of a barbed sac against the soft tissues of the prey, which if these be soft enough allow the point of the sac to penetrate as far as the roots of the barbs, the act is followed by the ejection of the filament, for which the barbed sac has opened a passage.
He thinks it is impossible that the effects which follow can be produced simply by mechanical irritation, but that some virus is injected. That the creature can sting there can be no doubt, though the exact process by which it is effected may be uncertain.
The Actinice, or sea anemones, and the liydroid polyps, appear to possess a similar power, and are provided also with thread cells. 
